4	TURKEY AT THE STRAITS
the Empire reduced proportionately the importance of that
element so vital to Athens* It is therefore evident that there
could be no "Question of the Straits" under the Roman
Empire.
A new era began, however, with the division of the Em-
pire at the close of the third century a.d. The capital which
Diocletian chose for the eastern world was Nicomedia, now
Ismid, on the south-eastern gulf of the Sea of Marmora.
Already the center of gravity was shifting to the Straits
when Constantine the Great in 330 chose the site of old
Byzantium for his new capital. The reasons for the found-
ing of Constantinople were primarily political and strategic
rather than commercial, since it lay like a fortress at the
ferry on the land route between Asia and Europe. In Con-
stantine's day it was these land routes, and not the sea-ways,
which held the Roman world together. The naval engineers
had no such triumphs to record as those who built the
Roman roads. But in the succeeding years, when the
barbarians broke through the outlying defenses on the
frontiers and cut the line of march from east to west, it was
the maritime strategic value of the city that held so well
the key to the eastern seas, which kept the name of Rome
a symbol of empire in the East until 1453. For Constan-
tinople, planted as a fortress and a political capital, became
a port and a commercial city—the only great port which
kept alive the traditions of antique culture during the dark
ages. This role it owed in part to the strength of its walls,
which time and again defied the invader, but also to its
fleet, which was able to control the Straits much more suc-
cessfully than its armies the surrounding provinces.

